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unsafe sexual intercourse among gay men became known as barebacking: along 
with it, a possible new identity. 
In applying an intersubjective systems perspective, Donna Orange treats 
the barebacking phenomenon as a conversation about meanings between a 
"willingness to die and willingness to risk the death of others ... just as we would 
engage with a person who remain in a seriously abusive relationship, a parent who 
hits or criticizes a child though 'knowing better,' [or] a person in the grip of a 
serious addiction" (1996, p. 45). Thus, what may appear to some as being totally 
incomprehensible may in fact be quit rational from the subjective approach of the 
participant. In addition, Orange stresses the communicated societal belief that 
only "high risk takers are seen as bringing great rewards, and that those who take 
only moderate risks are seen as losers" ( 1997, p. 93 ). 
Stephen Halpert (1999) takes this intersubjective systems perspective 
further when he discusses purported suicide rates among gays and lesbians in 
general and hypothesizes that "higher rates of suicidal behavior among gay male 
youth are not due to a homosexual orientation per se, but to the societal hatred and 
prejudice inflicted upon gay youth (p. 16). This suicidal behavior becomes 
ingrained into the worldview of the young gay man and leads to detrimental 
sexual practices such as barebacking. 
"Why," asks Julian, "why after untold billions have been spent on the 
prevention by every imaginable organization for every demographic, after 15 
years of emotional street comer stumping on the issue, after all that death and 
71 
illness and agony gay men have experienced do we continue to engage each other 
in anal sex without a condom?" (1997, p. 11). Regardless of the reasons, two 
suggestions can empirically be discounted. One, is ignorance as Aspinwall and 
associates noted, "knowledge about AIDS has been consistently found to have 
little or no relation to risk-reduction behavior (1991, p. 432). And the second is 
accident (from drugs, alcohol or the "passion of the moment") as Julian reported 
in a study for the San Francisco AIDS Foundation that many men "had already 
made up their minds to engage in unprotected anal intercourse" (1997, p. 12). 
Thus the importance of this investigation is to gain understanding of the 
barebacking phenomenon from a communication perspective. 
This discussed the rise of unprotected anal intercourse in gay men post­
AIDS epidemic. A historical overview of the western view of homosexuality was 
presented and how that view caused deviations in sexual promiscuity and the 
resulting spread of the AIDS virus among gay men. In addition, a section was 
presented talking about the rise of AIDS, changes in the sexual practices among 
gay men as a result and the use of condoms or safe sex. The next section focused 
on the growing rise of a backlash to safe sex referred to as barebacking. The 
phenomenon was discussed according to public health models and 
communication health models but it was argued that none of the aforementioned 
theories adequately explains this growing popularity associated with risky sex 
practices. 
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